What is a dolphin? When you think of a dolphin you probably picture a bottlenose dolphin, Tursiops truncatus, the familiar star of oceanaria. But bottlenose dolphins are only one among sixtyseven living species in the fully aquatic mammalian order Cetacea and the diverse suborder Odontoceti ('toothed whales'). In addition to possessing adult teeth, the many types of toothed whale are distinguished from their baleenbearing relatives, the suborder Mysticeti, by the use of echolocation to perceive their environment. One of the misconceptions about dolphins that held sway until studies in the 1980s and 90s was that they are auditory specialists with poor vision. But we now know thatwith the exception of the nearly blind river dolphins -bottlenose dolphins and other toothed whales are highly multimodal animals, easily integrating information about their environment from audition and vision, and probably also other senses such as touch. 
Dolphins are brainiacs. Dolphin brains are organized differently from human brains, but the highly convoluted brains of many dolphins and other odontocetes are also significantly larger than the human brain. The average human brain weighs about 1.3 kg, but the bottlenose dolphin brain, averaging 1.7 kg, is about 25% heavier. Furthermore, the largest brain in the animal kingdom, at a hefty 7.8 kg, is possessed by yet another odontocete -the sperm whale. Finally, one of the most intriguing domains of research on dolphin cognition is that of self-awareness. Self-awareness is the ability to comprehend and think about oneself in the physical and mental realms. Although relatively unstudied, the few experiments in this realm show that dolphins have capabilities that are exceedingly rare in the animal kingdom. Bottlenose dolphins have been shown to be aware of their own behaviors and body parts and their own levels of subjective uncertainty during a difficult memory test. In The dolphin mystique. Throughout the ages, an enduring mystique has developed around dolphins. Even today some people continue to impute dolphins with mystical abilities such as extra-sensory perception and, in alternative medicine circles, special healing powers. An entire industry in 'dolphinassisted therapy' has been founded on the idea that dolphins have the capacity to heal illnesses through the use of their sonar or by touch. There is no scientific support for any of these outlandish claims. But our appreciation of dolphins does not need to depend on their having supernatural powers. What we know about dolphin cognition from scientific research is immensely more exciting than any myths could be. Scientific research continues to add to our factual understanding of dolphins as highly intelligent, complex and communicative animals that are very different but intriguingly similar to ourselves.
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